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Use of domestic craft for meaning making post-disaster

Little scholarly consideration has been given to investigating the resourceful activities of every-day living that occupants of disaster ridden locations use to strengthen coping and aid recovery. This article reports on research conducted after the Christchurch 2010-2011 earthquakes aimed at capturing how people have used crafting to connect with others and aid recovery.
Using participant voices from five focus group and nine individual interviews, findings from this research show how Cantabrians used the activity of crafting to bring people together, generating a form of healing and recovery. Incorporating symbolism, expressions of compassion and restoring broken materials within their crafting, helped participants generate strong and positive responses to a traumatic series of events. While reference to domestic crafting has been largely absent from earlier research on disaster recovery we demonstrate how this medium has been powerful in enabling individuals to forge their own recovery after the February 22nd 2011 Christchurch earthquake.

Introduction
This article reports on research into domestic crafting activities conducted in Christchurch, New Zealand after the February 22nd 2011 fatal earthquake. While the disaster recovery literature is replete with publications related to the negative impacts of disaster on mental health (Spittlehouse, J. et. al; Kuntz, Naswall & Brocett, 2013) we found little reference to the creative life enhancing activities that people use to bring neighbourhood residents together and restore spirits. After the February 2011 earthquake the city and surrounding districts quickly responded with creative crafting endeavours of many kinds. These included making quilts for the Japanese language students that survived and were hospitalised after the building they were in collapsed (The Press 7.3.2011); stitching hearts in the street and handing them to passerbys (Evans, 2012); covering a large steel container used for protecting the roadside from rockfall in crocheted squares (The Press, 5.5.2012). 

Our research aimed to identify the role craft and creativity has played in generating a sense of community and social connectedness post-earthquake, and examines the therapeutic elements of crafting experienced by the research participants. In defining craft Feriellohas (2011) provides the following:  
“the essence of craft is bound to the hand, to the process of making. Beginning with the imagination and laying out the parameters of design, it is the skill of the hand that results in a thing well made, a thing that rightfully can claim the title of “craft”’ (p. 23).  
For the purposes of our research we have adopted this definition as it most adequately captures the notion of craft we wanted to investigate. As such the craft we were shown as part of this research demonstrated a wide range of mediums including mosaicing, sewing, knitting, jewellery making, embroidery, brick making, and crochet.
We differentiate craft from art and in doing so acknowledge a continuing debate to clarify the difference between the two fields. Sennett (2008) outlines a useful distinction in his statement “arts seems to draw attention to work that is unique or at least distinctive, whereas craft names a more anonymous, collective, and continued practice’ (p. 66). We draw on this description noting that the traditional craftsman (sic woman) tend to be outward looking and connected with community while the artist tends to be more introspective, working alone (p. 65). 

Craft and Wellbeing
A great deal has been written that attests to the life enhancing qualities experienced through crafting for a variety of population cohorts. Research into this connection has identified factors that explain why participating in crafting can lead to increased wellbeing. One recent international online survey with 3,545 adult knitters found a significant relationship between knitting frequency and feeling calm and happy, with knitting in a group impacting significantly on perceived happiness, improved social connection and communication with others (Riley, Corkhill & Morris, 2013: 50). In contrast a small qualitative study conducted in Australia with just three mothers found these individuals used craft as a way of expressing themselves as mothers, and as an escape or relief from the demands of mothering (Grace, Gandolfo & Candy, 2009: 243). A second Australian qualitative examination on the impact of craft in the lives of 20 older rural woman illustrated the benefits lay for participants in being involved in meaningful, purposeful activity that benefited themselves as individuals as well as their communities on a number of levels (Maidment, Bay & Courtney, 2014). These findings reflect those of an earlier qualitative American investigation that examined the impact of textile guild participation on ageing. The 30 woman who participated in this research identified that crafting within the context of a guild contributed to a sense of identity, fostered opportunities for expressing creativity and life-long learning, along with nurturing feelings of accomplishment. Participation in the guild through craft augmented opportunities for social interactions and the development of late life friendships (Schofield-Tomschin & Litterell, 2001). 

Prevalent approaches to disaster recovery 
Traditionally in the immediate aftermath of a natural disaster the focus is on minimising the physical and psychological effects for survivors (Gordon, 2006). Emergency management services concentrate on helping survivors to access resources to meet their immediate needs through the provision of financial assistance, accessing emergency shelter, providing information and advice on emotional responses to trauma and self-care and linking survivors to appropriate services (Zakour, 1996; Chou, 2003; Clarke, Wahl & Ryan, 2010). In Christchurch within days following the earthquakes welfare centres were set up throughout the greater city district to provide direct support and information to individuals and families with a focus on supporting survivors’ immediate, basic physical, psychological, and social needs. Free counselling services were established in Christchurch and a coordination service, known as Right Service Right Time (RSRT), was put into operation to assist people to access and navigate the services available, ensuring the response systems facilitated the relief and recovery efforts.  

Preventing serious psychological complications is a central aim underpinning disaster recovery models of intervention.  Disasters are seen to increase the arousal state of survivors and if persistent interfere with individual recovery and can lead to the development of more serious psychological problems such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)(Gordon, 2006).  Since World War 2 minimising the risk of long term mental health issues has been the primary driver in emergency management provision and coordination of professional services to provide rapid and timely relief services for survivors (Zakour, 1996).   Psychosocial interventions such as critical debriefing are used preventatively to stymie the development of more serious mental health complications (Gordon, 2006; Bourassa, 2009).  

In the last 20 years provision of clinical interventions has been challenged as the mainstay of response services in the aftermath of natural disasters for a number of reasons.  Firstly, these approaches have been criticised for emphasising westernised mental health ideologies and “individualistic and mechanistic models of stress and coping” (Cox, Long, Jones and Handler, 2008, p. 470) which position providers of recovery services as the ‘experts’ responsible for minimising the psychological distress of survivors.  Secondly, logistically the provision of psychological interventions in the aftermath of a disaster is a major challenge.   The nature of disasters, such as the major earthquake in Christchurch, means many of the population are impacted, while psycho-social interventions tend to be small scale interventions applied at individual, couple, family and small group level (Bourassa, 2009; Buckle & Hill, 1995). Within the context of a major natural disaster providing individual level intervention is not an efficient use of resources nor is it particularly effective in meeting need (Bourassa, 2009).  Our research fits within the collective space of disaster recovery as we consider crafting to be a grassroots directed community based initiative promoting social connectedness and the development of shared narratives.

In recent years a series of newer strategies have been promoted, which focus on community building as the means to enable communities to support their own needs and aspirations towards recovery (Verity, 2007).  In the aftermath of the 2009 Victorian bushfires in Australia community hubs were established to provide a base for community initiatives which brought survivors together to coordinate volunteer activities and hold commemorative events (Clarke, Wahl & Ryan, 2010).  Following the 2003 Canberra bushfires community building approaches focused on facilitating people in their roles of family members, friends and neighbours in supporting each other’s recovery and resilience (Winkworth, Healy, Woodward & Camilleri, 2003). Focusing more on the collective nature of disaster recovery these community models of disaster recovery emphasise the shared experience of disasters rather than a primary focus on individual survivors.  

Despite their differences in terms of the scale of intervention in response to natural disasters the individual psycho-social models and the community approaches are underpinned by assumptions that conceptualise disasters as inevitably traumatic events.  Furthermore as Furedi (2007) argues the dominant way for making sense of disaster events is constructed by a paradigm of vulnerability in which certain groups are seen to be more susceptible to trauma and loss, and less likely to manage their own recovery effectively. 

Constructing Vulnerability
Vulnerability as a paradigm for understanding disasters treats hazards and disasters as external agents of the environment and places primary focus on the internal, ongoing conditions of risk and vulnerability that exist in society.  Disasters are conceived of as socially constructed events; “the product of the impact of a natural hazard on people whose vulnerability has been created by social, economic and political conditions” (Cannon and Müller-Mahn, 2010, p.2). According to Hewitt (1997), who led the development of the vulnerability paradigm, whilst physical phenomenon are necessary in the occurrence of disasters, the internal state of society and what governs that result in vulnerability.  The socio-economic conditions of society are centrally placed as the cause of disasters and disasters are seen to be “a normal feature of societies who are unable to deal with the hazards they confront” (Furedi, 2007, p. 487).  

Certain groups and communities are viewed as more likely to be adversely affected and/or less able to recover effectively following a disaster event.  Vulnerability is touted as a defining feature of a range of group identities, including those of women (Furedi, 2007, p. 488).  Enarson and Morrow (1998) outline that women maintained households are economically and politically disadvantaged following a disaster, and those women with childcare responsibilities experience greater stress following an earthquake as their care giving roles are intensified.  Through a gendered perspective the experience of a disaster “affirms, reflects, disrupts and otherwise engages in engendered social relationships, practices and institutions” (p. 3).  

The often devastating effects of disaster events and impact on groups living in disadvantaged circumstances and contexts cannot be denied.  However in understanding disasters as largely traumatic marginalises the diversity of survivors’ experiences and portrays groups of people, such as women, as hapless victims; an identity that is not consistent with the ways the craftswomen in this study portrayed themselves.  As Heijman (2001) highlights, most approaches to disaster recovery tend to think on behalf of the victims, seeking to ameliorate the stress and prevent the occurrence of longer term trauma.  Male-dominated recovery policies and strategies typically exclude the voices of women (Enarson, 2006).  Furthermore little consideration is given to the possibility that not all survivors, even those deemed to be more vulnerable, experience trauma and that for some there are positive consequences to a disaster.  

As we will discuss many of the crafters who participated in this study, the majority of them women, did not respond to the earthquakes in passive ways. On the contrary they responded in practical, creative and meaningful ways to help themselves and others, and in meeting broader community needs.  However these proactive activities initiated by craftspeople are invisible to many; they do not feature in the media headlines, which tend to favour the post-earthquake lifesaving acts such as of cutting people out of crushed buses and buildings.   The practice of crafting, particularly for women, is a collective activity, in which crafters lead their own recovery within the context of social, political and community change.  In examining the potential for disasters to enable opportunities for positive change we draw on the work of Tedeschi and Calhoun (1999, 2004) and their framework of Post-traumatic Growth. 

Post-traumatic growth and disaster recovery
Tedeschi and Calhoun (1999) describe posttraumatic growth as “positive change that the individual experiences as a result of the struggle with a traumatic event” (p. 11).  The authors caution that the post-traumatic framework for understanding disaster recovery does not replace trauma with the notion of growth; in fact it is considered that trauma responses often co-occur with positive change (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 2004, p. 58).  Disaster events are seen to offer opportunities for both positive and negative responses, often at the same time.

Tedeshi and Calhoun (1999, 2004) outline that posttraumatic growth can occur in a number of ways for individuals.  Firstly, creating strengthened relationships, reflected by a greater sense of intimacy and closeness to others.  Secondly, by promoting a greater awareness of their own capacity to cope and their strengths in responding to traumatic events.  Thirdly, an enhanced appreciation of the value of everyday things and activities and a shift in life goals (Calhoun & Tedeshi, 1999). More recently Tedeschi and Calhoun (2004) identified the potential for disasters to result in positive change at community and societal levels.
 Positive changes can arise out of such events when the individual narratives are shared and integrated into the social narrative in such a way that events are recognised as turning points (p.14) 
Through the process of connecting with each other and sharing similar experiences survivors can develop a greater sense of support.  One of the participants in our study knitted a red jersey with a black outline of the Cathedral knitted into it. Red and black are the colours for the Canterbury district, and the Cathedral, sited at centre of Christchurch central business district was badly damaged. A debate has ensued about whether the Cathedral should be demolished or not. Another crafter embroidered bright orange road cones into a larger work. Thousands of orange road cones remain with us today in Christchurch as much of the sewage system and many of the roads need repairing. An outline of a Cathedral and road cones would not mean a lot to people unconnected with the city of Christchurch at this time. For Cantabrians however, these images are immediately recognizable symbols that communicate particular experiences and meanings. Incorporating these images into their work enabled crafters the opportunity to ruminate and express feelings about the consequences of the earthquake sequence.  Tedeschi and Calhoun (2004) identify a sense of interconnectedness can be the basis for social change in which new narratives are developed enabling transformative growth of whole communities and cities. 

Following a disaster event one of the key ways that posttraumatic growth can occur is through a process where people think or ruminate frequently about what has happened (Calhoun & Tedeshi, 1999).    Rumination includes “positive, negative, and neutral cognitive elements and it can involve more deliberate, thoughtful reflection and pondering about various aspects of the event” (p.18).   Calhoun and Tedeshi (1999) consider rumination to be a necessary prerequisite to the process of posttraumatic growth enabling individuals to process highly distressing emotions and thoughts and adjust to the changed context. We draw on the concept of rumination to include the thinking and processing individuals do as they craft but also the ways in which they talk about their experiences during craft group, sometimes in light-hearted ways.  

Method
The field work for this research took place during 2013 in Christchurch, where 9 individuals and 6 focus group interviews were conducted. In total 32 people took part in interviews. Ethics approval for this research was sought and gained from both the University of Canterbury and Christchurch Polytechnic Institute of Technology. The main ethical concern associated with the research was the potential risk of reawakening distress caused by discussing experiences associated with the earthquakes. Each of the four researchers, with professional backgrounds in social work and nursing, were trained to assess and respond to signs of distress. During the course of the interviews no-one showed such signs but instead seemed buoyant to have the opportunity to speak about their craft and what crafting meant for them during the weeks and months of 2011 and 2012.
Participants for the interviews and focus groups were recruited via social media webpages that showed individual craftworks and advertised craft groups. Participants in the research were mainly Pakeha (of European descent) and were aged from 35-80, with most participants being between the ages of 40-65. Just two men were recruited for the research. One had an individual interview after the creation and news stories about the ‘Silty brick’ (The Press 10.8.2011), with the second man being a member of one of the craft groups that took part in a focus group interview. A sample of the types of questions asked during the interviews included ‘What were you wanting to achieve in your post-earthquake craftwork? What sort of items have you made?’

The audio recordings of the interviews were then transcribed. The data analysis involved two researchers independently subjecting the interview data to the three stages of constant comparison analysis, including open coding, axial coding and selective coding (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). Once completed the results of this process were compared showing a high degree of consensus between the two coding sets. Five major themes from the data were agreed upon. These were ‘Crafting for recovery and healing’, ‘Social connection’, ‘Learning and meaning making’, ‘Giving to others’ and ‘A vision for the future’.

The small sample size and specific locale of Christchurch –post disaster are clearly limitations to generalising the results of this research. Nevertheless the findings speak to the experiences of ordinary people in extraordinary times, and how this specific group used crafting to restore spirits, heal the mind and promote a sense of community and social connectedness during the long sequence of earthquakes from February 22nd 2011 onwards.

Findings
While the data from our research includes a series of narratives related to each of the major themes, for the purpose of this article we will focus on presenting material that illustrates the theme healing and recovery. Coded under this theme were examples of meaning making and use of symbolic images.

We interviewed two women who began the ‘Lyttelton Hearts’ project immediately after the February 22nd earthquake. With nowhere to congregate in Lyttelton, all meeting places and cafes damaged, Bettina and Sue-Ellen sat on the footpath and hand-made hearts that they gave to people passing by. The two women wanted to create a space for people to come and be able to talk to others, and instead of doing nothing decided to stitch the hearts as they sat on the footpath.

We were there, and none of us had been through such an experience before and so it was very hard to talk about it. People started crying when stitching. It was an emotional release, but it (sewing the hearts) was a way of somehow communicating love or care for each other and community…again the connection that you were not alone… People quite often gave us things for stitching. People gave us buttons, materials, they gave us wool and I think people just liked to be part of something positive.		(Bettina)

Sue-Ellen: 	One of the important parts of making the hearts was we would stitch them and fill up a little basket. And the important part of it was actually to go up to people and pin it on them. So that closeness…we had Search and Rescue, the Navy, the Army, everybody running up and down the street, and so we would just go up and say ‘Here, have a heart’, and pin it on. 
Bettina: We wanted to share what we felt was so healing for us, we wanted to share with others.	

This narrative illustrates a number of central components related to post traumatic growth, symbolism and resilience. The women instinctively knew that people had nowhere to go and a space to congregate was needed. While there were no safe buildings to use they first created their own meeting space on the footpath. In the knowledge that people found direct talking hard to do after the disaster they created a distraction (making a heart). Sue Ellen explained

One of the things that we decided to do was these hearts. A woollen blanket, sew on a button and a couple of stitches, anybody could do it. A child could do it, or an embroiderer could do it.  Sue-Ellen

The medium was suitable for all age groups and experience, with both men and women taking part in making hearts. Providing the means to make connections with others was a central feature of the hearts project, while the sewing project itself, making a heart, was symbolic of care for each other and their own community. This spontaneous craft project illustrates the unmistakable effort to create meaning and connect with others at a time of great uncertainty. 
Other people we spoke to were inspired in their craftwork by images in the environment that were meaningful to them. In the following narrative Barbara explains how she chose the subject of her first ever needlework project…

	My house was demolished in the first earthquake. I kept going back and looking at it. One day I was looking at the devastation and the weeds, they were about 3 foot tall in the garden, then out of the weeds I saw the poppies growing. That was my first piece that I did, the poppies growing out of the weeds. I looked at those poppies and I thought, ‘My God, I never planted poppies’. This has to tell us something, that you have poppies growing out of devastation around you. It’s a sign of hope that out of devastation there can be beauty. That was the very first one I did.   							(Barbara)

Here the powerful symbol of hope Barbara gleaned from her overgrown garden where her home once stood provided the inspiration for her first needlework project. This narrative illustrates the conditions of both personal growth and adversity coexisting where the possibility for post traumatic growth was seized. In this narrative the process of making meaning out of the devastation is evident, where Barbara finds a clue for moving forward and seeing that beauty can once again be found in her personal world. Barbara fosters this new knowledge by capturing it in her needlework.

Heather told us about the knitting project she started soon after the major earthquake…
	
I looked specifically for a cherry red and a black, and that was
	about the Canterbury colours, ...it was like I wanted something 
to do with Christchurch...and to make the scarf out of beautiful wool that I would never have spent the money on before... I was proud of the fact we had chosen to stay in Christchurch, that we’d survived the quakes…so part of that scarf was about acknowledging how proud I was of the decisions that I’d made and that we had as a family to survive and hang in there.	(Heather, individual crafter)				
In this narrative we see Heather affirming her own decision making and stating a claim about staying loyal to Christchurch, despite the fact that many residents left the city after the earthquakes and have not returned. The wool for the scarf is more expensive than Heather would normally buy and the colours represent her intention to stay. In this instance Heathers scarf is a symbolic statement of the value she places on her family’s decision making capabilities and her city. Knitting and wearing the scarf is about making a public statement of intent. These actions are part of the meaning making process inherent in post traumatic growth and recovery.

Discussion
Both loss and growth were reflected in the interpretations the crafters offered.  Undoubtedly the earthquake impacted markedly on the crafters’ sense of security and, in very real ways, on their living conditions but this did not corrode their ability to find ways to process and cope with the changes with which they were confronted. The participants did not only attend to responding to the adverse conditions they experienced, they also looked at ways to take meaning from their experiences and found the means to show care and connection to others.   This account of disaster recovery highlights the significance that craft has provided for participants and in their relationships together, in developing shared narratives of their experiences and building social connections.  The pieces of craft themselves served as expressions of commemoration, connection and hope for the future.  

Crafting is a grassroots community practice which fits well with the move to community-based strategies in emergency management. It is a practice led by crafters themselves facilitating healing and meaning making in diverse ways that made sense for them.  Crafting is a creative and often collective practice with no predetermined, government level objectives that crafters seek to achieve.    We have been heartened to document a range of small acts of kindness, support, leadership and resourcing which occurred in the background following the Christchurch earthquakes.  Activities such as the Lyttlelton Hearts initiative were significant in establishing a socio-emotional sense of community in the initial aftermath of the 2011 earthquake.   Lending support to Heijmans (2001)’ point that vulnerability is not a “concept that grassroots communities use” (p. 15), the crafters we spoke to in the aftermath of the earthquake showed collective leadership in practical and visible ways.  Yet, despite the therapeutic and community contributions made by the people we spoke to, crafting remains relatively invisible in the disaster recovery literature.  

We believe a major barrier to the recognition of crafting as a valid and legitimate, community-led recovery activity is the social invisibility of women’s roles in disaster work.  Generally the depiction of men and women in the aftermath of a disaster is gendered, where men tend to be portrayed as physically active, often as protectors and action-oriented leaders while women are represented more passively as victims and comforters, often telling the story of pain and despair (Enarson, 2001, p. 1).  A disaster preparedness advertisement played on national television attests this gendered patterning (The Earthquake Commission (EQC), 2014). The commercial presents a number of individuals from Christchurch requesting that people take precautions to ensure that their homes are ‘quake safe’.  One of the actors was a man, a well-known coach of the regional rugby team in Christchurch whilst another a women who’s baby died during the 2011 earthquake.  The women tells a story of personal loss serving as a warning of what can happen to your family without the proper precautions whilst the rugby player provides no private account, presumably drawing on his leadership role and community status, articulates  the necessary steps to ensure safety should a disaster strike.  These broad patterns of gender difference are significant in understanding how the diversity of women’s work is underrepresented in the emergency response understandings. Our research highlights another part of the disaster story in Christchurch, one in which the crafters, predominantly women, actively contributed to their own and each other’s recovery and wellbeing.  

As a practice and as a type of community crafting needs to be shifted ‘frontstage’ in disaster recovery policies and strategies.  Craft groups, alongside other identifiable community resources, constitute an important starting point for engagement of recovery organisations such as the Red Cross and local NGOs (International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, 2014).  Emergency practitioners need to actively engage with craft groups to “capitalize on the skills, resources, and local knowledge” (Enarson, 2001, p. 17). Our research indicates that people in the wake of disaster have the capacity to construct their own knowledges and configure their own practices to maximise their recovery in unique and creative ways.    
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